A Learning Alberta 



Advanced Education in 
Rural Alberta: Challenges 
And Opportunities 



A Discussion Document 



June 2005 

/dlborta 

ADVANCED EDUCATION 



ALBERTA ADVANCED EDUCATION CATALOGUING IN PUBLICATION DATA 

Alberta. Alberta Advanced Education. 

Advanced education in rural Alberta : challenges and opportunities. 

ISBN 0-7785-3817-6 

1. Higher education and state - Alberta . 2. Postsecondary education - 
Alberta - Aims and objectives. 3. Education, Rural - Alberta. 4. Education, 
Higher - Alberta. 5. Universities and colleges - Alberta. I. Title. 

LC176.2.A3.A333 2005 378.052 



For additional copies contact: 

Business Policy and Analysis Branch 
Alberta Advanced Education 
1 1th Floor, Commerce Place 
Edmonton, Alberta 
T5J 4L5 

Telephone: (780) 427-5603 
Fax: (780) 422-3688 



To be connected toll-free call 310-0000 




A Learning Alberta 

Alberta will be a province where all Albertans have access to higher learning 
opportunities. It will be a province that aggressively seizes the opportunities of the future 
by leveraging the skills, talents and imaginations of its citizens. And it will be a province 
that will enjoy even greater success in the century ahead thanks to a solid foundation and 
legacy of higher learning that we will create together. 

Albertans will be inspired to reach their full potential through advanced learning - to 
move beyond where they are now to where they can be. But most of all, Alberta will 
become a true learning province, where advanced education and lifelong learning is the 
cornerstone of a healthy, prosperous and progressive society. 



Dave Hancock, Riverbend Ragg-Times 
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1 Introduction 

Ensuring access to high quality adult learning opportunities for all Albertans is a key 
priority for the Alberta government. “Leading in Learning” is highlighted as a pillar of 
the government’s twenty-year strategic plan. In addition to “Leading in Learning”, 
Advanced Education will play a key role under the other pillars: “Unleashing 
Innovation”, “Competing in a Global Marketplace”, and “Making Alberta the Best Place 
to Live and Work”. 

To meet the government’s objectives, Advanced Education is endeavoring to expand the 
post- secondary system by 60,000 learning opportunities. Bill 1, the Access to the Luture 
Act, and the review of Alberta’s post-secondary system lay the groundwork to ensure 
high quality post- secondary education remains accessible and affordable. 

However, Alberta faces many challenges. Alberta’s population of 18-24 year-olds is 
expected to decline within the next five years, and inter-provincial migration is showing 
signs of leveling off. Increasing participation rates of under-represented groups such as 
rural and Aboriginal Albertans is critical to the success of Alberta’s access strategy. 

Rural post-secondary institutions will play a vital role in encouraging the participation of 
under-represented groups in higher learning. However, they cannot act in isolation from 
their community partners. Post-secondary institutions, Community Adult Learning 
Councils, Community Consortia, elementary and secondary schools, parents and 
students, and regionally based industries need to work together to leverage local capacity 
to increase access, and create a culture of learning. Increasing rural participation requires 
a higher degree of engagement and collaboration among community leaders and 
organizations- it requires a multi-sectoral approach to overcome the challenges faced by 
Alberta’s rural regions. 

The MLA Steering Committee for Rural Development made it clear in Rural Alberta, 
Land of Opportunity (RALO) that rural Albertans were not experiencing the same 
economic and social benefits as urban Albertans. Advanced Education was recognized as 
a key component in ensuring rural communities are vibrant and sustainable and have the 
capacity to succeed in a knowledge economy. The Alberta government agreed with the 
recommendations of the Steering Committee. “A Place to Grow”: Alberta’s Rural 
Development Strategy reinforces the government’s commitment to increased access to 
support economic and community development. Strategies outlined in the report include 
enhanced financial assistance programs (such as bursaries for rural students), programs to 
raise awareness about post-secondary opportunities, and methods to foster community 
collaboration. The Alberta government is committed to working with community-based 
organizations, institutions, and industries to develop creative solutions to revitalize 
Alberta’s rural areas. 
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The 2005-08 Business Plan for Alberta Advanced Education includes specific strategies 
to enhance participation by Aboriginal and rural Albertans. A critical feature of these 
strategies will include enhanced awareness and planning for advanced education, 
increased financial support for rural learners, and working with local communities to 
broaden the range of adult learning opportunities (Appendix 5.8). Under A Learning 
Alberta, Advanced Education is beginning the process of reviewing the adult learning 
system to ensure high quality adult education remains accessible and affordable. This 
document has been prepared to support the review process by providing a context for 
consideration of key issues. 

1.1 System Overview: Adult Learning System in Rural Alberta 

Before considering the key challenges and issues facing rural learners and adult 
educational providers, it is important to understand what comprises the learning system in 
rural Alberta. Although rural Albertans access adult educational opportunities within 
Edmonton and Calgary, rural-based providers face issues and challenges that in many 
ways distinguish them from their urban counterparts. 



Alberta’s rural institutions tend 
to be located in larger regional 
centres, but serve vast and 
sparsely populated geographic 
catchment areas. Community- 
based providers support adult 
learning opportunities within 
smaller communities. These 
institutions and community- 
based providers serve diverse 
client groups and structure 
programs to meet regional 
learner and labour market 
demands. For rural post- secondary institutions, this results in a diversity of institutional 
mandates. For example, colleges in northern regions structure programs and services to 
meet the needs of the large proportion of Aboriginal learners. Additionally, many college 
mandates reflect the need to support different community and economic development 
strategies in their regions. 

The nine rural-based colleges located outside Edmonton and Calgary provide a wide 
range of programming, including university transfer, diploma, certificate, and preparatory 
and basic upgrading programs. Enrolments in diploma and certificate programs comprise 
the largest proportion (45%) of all rural college full-load equivalent (FLE) enrolment. 
Academic and job skills upgrading programs comprise a further 23% of all rural 
institution FLEs. Several rural-based post-secondary institutions also provide university 
transfer opportunities, including colleges in Red Deer, Grande Prairie, Fort McMurray 
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and Medicine Hat. A number of other institutions also provide university transfer 
opportunities through collaborative or brokered arrangements. Overall, enrolment in 
university transfer and applied degree programs represents 21% of total FLE enrolment in 
the rural institutions (See Appendix 5.3). 

Community Consortia 1 are also involved in delivery. Established to provide 
programming where no institution existed, the Consortia work to bring a variety of 
business, academic, trades, university transfer, and even bachelor programs to many rural 
communities. Post-secondary institutions are partners in the Consortia with 
representation on Boards of Directors along with community representatives. In 2004- 
05, Alberta Advanced Education provided $4.3 million to the four Community Consortia, 
which reported a combined total of about 1,000 FLEs. 

Additionally, Alberta Advanced Education provides operating grants to over 150 non- 
profit volunteer organizations in Alberta. These organizations provide non-credit 
opportunities to adult learners interested in improving their foundation skills. Alberta 
Advanced Education works closely with Community Adult Learning Councils to support 
the provision of non-credit programming in over 84 communities across Alberta. These 
councils improve access to learning opportunities by coordinating courses that focus on 
occupational enhancement, English as a second language, adult basic literacy, and other 
community-specific needs - particularly for individuals with special needs or barriers. 
Support is also provided to non-profit immigrant- serving organizations in eight Alberta 
communities. 

A number of collaborative arrangements have also been initiated to enhance the level of 
access and service in rural Alberta. For example, Alberta North is a self-funded 
partnership of 7 institutions in Alberta, along with Aurora College in the Northwest 
Territories and the College of New Caledonia in BC. Alberta North maintains a network 
of 86 Community Access Points (CAP sites) where equipment and resources are provided 
to learners wishing to access post- secondary programs through distance delivery. 

Offering a wide array of certificate and diploma programs, Alberta North had over 1900 
registrations in 2002-03. 

eCampus Alberta is another collaborative arrangement. Formed as a partnership between 
16 colleges and technical institutes, eCampus Alberta is focused on increasing access 
specifically to online learning opportunities. Participating institutions develop and 
deliver their own online programs and also offer other members’ programs. Students 
register through a centralized website promoting seamless learning providing enhanced 
access to a wider array of programs. 



1 Big Country Educational Consortium (Drumheller/Stettler region); Chinook Educational Consortium (Pincher 
Creek/Crowsnest Pass region); Pembina Educational Consortium (Drayton ValieyAVhitecourt region); Yellowhead 
Region Educational Consortium (Edson/Jasper region). 
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Alberta institutions also engage in brokering on a program-by-program basis. In 2002- 
OS, over 15 programs were delivered through brokering arrangements serving 400 
students (FLE’s) at Alberta institutions. Preliminary results show participation in 
brokered programs increased to approximately 500 FLE’s in 2003-04. The majority of 
these programs are related to health and human services, such as Practical Nurse, Social 
Work, Emergency Medical Technician, and Personal Care Aide. 



2 Challenges and Opportunities 

The following section provides an overview of some of the key challenges faced by rural 
learners and post-secondary providers. In many respects, Alberta’s rural regions differ 
when compared to urban areas in terms of relevant geographic, demographic, and 
economic factors. This section outlines some of the barriers to participation in adult 
learning for rural Albertans and identifies some of the key challenges faced by 
stakeholders in addressing these barriers. It also considers the potential impacts of new 
opportunities available through emerging technology and alternative models of program 
delivery. 



Rural and Urban Albertans Who Have 
Attained a University Degree 




Urban (Edmonton & Calgary 



2.1 Post-secondary Participation and Attainment in Rural Alberta 

Rural populations face a number of related 
challenges, including the economic, social and 
demographic factors that contribute to lower 
participation and educational attainment 
levels. It is evident that rural Albertans, 
males, Aboriginal people, the disabled, and 
those from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds have lower participation and 
educational attainment outcomes than other 
Albertans. Only 46% of rural Albertans 
complete some form of advanced education 
compared to 61% of urban Albertans. Rural Albertans are almost twice as likely to not 
receive an education beyond grade 9 (8.4%) compared to those from Edmonton and 
Calgary (4.7%). Further, individuals from urban centres are almost twice as likely to 

attain a university education 
(17.5%) than those from rural 
areas (8.1%). 

Results from Alberta 
Advanced Education’s 
Accessibility Study indicate 
that rural students tend to 
have lower levels of 
awareness of advanced 
education opportunities and 
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Highest Level of Education by Region (2001) 
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